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Cultural Recontextualization in E-business Web Design: A
Socio-cognitive Model
Caishun Zhong1
College of Foreign Languages, Jiangxi Normal University, Nanchang, 330029, China
Abstract: This paper contributes to our current knowledge about culture and e-business Web design by
investigating Amazon and Taotao, two leading e-business platforms based in America and China respectively. It
is revealed that the forms of cultural reification in the two Webs include categorization, representation and
structuration. All of them vary from culture to culture and this variation can be captured by a recontextualizing
model. Furthermore, the recontextualizing process is also found to be mediated by the ideologies prevailing in
the e-business community. In conclusion, some suggestions are made for further exploration in the Web
designers’ ideology work.
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1.

INTRODUCTION
Over the past few decades, e-business has been booming with the growing access to the Internet. E-business

calls for a virtual platform, both for advertising commodity or service information and for business transactions.
So far, secure information technology is available to support such a platform. However, the success of
e-business relies not only on the quality of commodity and the reliability of web technology but also on a new
favorable e-business culture. This suggests that the design of the e-business customer interface shall incorporate
cultural elements. Actually, the existent literature on design of e-business Web pages has recognized that Web
design is contingent on cultural influence from political, legal, economic, technical, or social factors [1]. There is
also cross-cultural variation in the users’ expectation or preference over the e-business Web pages. Thus,
cultural adaptation has recently become a major concern in research on e-business Web design

[1]-[5]

. Two

approaches have generally been adopted. One is to examine the actual users’ expectation of cultural contents
and communicative styles

[4]; [6]; [7]

. The other is to develop cultural models by drawing on existent cultural

theories [8].
These two approaches, however, fail to address a gap between the actual cultural information manifested in
the given Webs and the general theorization or understanding of culture by the designers. The complex and
dynamic nature of culture involved in Web design is still far away from being fully explicated. E-business Web
sites are often jeopardized by irrelevant information, cognitive overhead, and disorientation. Inappropriate
design may not only pose difficulty for use but also undermine users’ trust on e-business

[9]

. All these suggest

that understanding between culture and e-business Web design still awaits further exploration.
In the following sections of this paper, we will begin with a brief review of the study on webpage design and
culture and then make a case study of how cultural information is reified in the design of e-book websites from
Amazon (its English version) and Taobao. The reasons for choosing the two websites are three-fold. Firstly,
they are both leading e-book traders in America and China respectively. Their e-business conducts are often
modeled by others. Secondly, they are comparable cases for the study of Web design in relation to culture.
Thirdly, the book business has been a significant part in e-business world. The focus of our study is to formulate
1
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a cultural recontextulization model to capture cultural reification in Web design. The paper will conclude with
some suggestions on the application of this model and some further issues to address on e-business Web design.
2.

CULTURE AND WEBPAGE DESIGN
Website design concerns not only technical application but also the reification of economic, social, aesthetic,

and symbolic attributes within a Web page

[10]

. The latter can have particular bearings on the users’

identification with the sites and the acceptability of the information or services thereon provided. For example,
in a study on internet shoppers’ behavior, Ref. [11] reveals that the cultural features of Web sites can impinge on
internet purchase intentions and web site loyalty, although the extent of the impact may vary across cultures and
across the nature of e-business. The increasing literature on the topic of webpage design and culture suggests
that the significance of cultural adaptation has been realized in e-business Web research, particularly when
cross-cultural e-business activities are involved.
2.1 Cultural difference
differencess in Web sites
Comparative study has confirmed the prevalence of cross-cultural differences in e-business Web sites. For
example, Ref.

[12]

examines 310 commercial Web sites from the United States, the U.K., and South Korea and

finds that those from the United States and the U.K are more likely to adopt rational, fact-based strategies,
whereas in South Korea advertisers prefer to employ emotional, symbolic appeals (both visual and verbal).
Studies in this vein are mostly based on national division

[4]; [5];[ 6]; [13]

. But nationality appears to be too broad a

dimension to capture the complexity of culture in Web design.
In order to explicate the cultural dimensions in designing, creating and evaluating websites for
multicultural/cross-cultural use
communication studies

[8]

, some scholars also draw on culture models from sociological or

[3]

. Among them, Hall

[14]

and Hestede’s [15]cross-cultural theories are most cited in Web

design literature. In this way, a more systematic account of cultural reification can be given. However, these
theory-driven studies may also run the risk of over- generalizing the dynamism of culture in e-business.
2.2 Strategies in culture adaptation
In practice, the Web designers have to decide on what cultural contents to adapt and how. It can be actualized
either convergently or divergently. These two optional strategies are known in Web design as localization and
standardization respectively. Studies have been done to establish the feasibility of the design strategies in
relation to the product or business context. It is generally held that location strategy applies better to
culture-bound products while the standardization strategy to culture-free ones

[1]

. After a survey of advertising

from 150 websites of Japanese multinational companies in Japan, Spain, and the USA, Ref.

[7]

argues that “soft

sell” appeals (i.e. localization approaches creating emotions and atmosphere by visuals and symbols) are
prevalent in high-context cultures while “hard sell” appeals (i.e. standardization approaches highlighting product
features with explicit information and competitive persuasion) is more common in low-context cultures. Similar
finding is also reported in [16]
However, this categorical dichotomous view on e-business Web design strategies does not always obtain.
Contradictory findings from empirical studies have been reported. For example, in a comparative study across
countries, Ref.

[1]

reveals that Web sites are generally more inclined to adopt the standardization strategy, a

general low-context communication style, except with consumer brand Web sites which tend to be more
culturally localized in some countries. However, another study as reported in

[6]

indicates that consumers prefer

culturally adapted websites in a survey of consumers from Germany, China, and India.
In summary, the adaptation of specific cultural content is always contingent on the target e-business and the
cultural context in which it takes place. As Hermeking [1] argues, e-business web sites “neither eliminate cultural
differences nor are they culture-free products”. That is to say, we shall take into consideration how the potential
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factors may interact with each other when deciding on the actual strategy for Web design. In this vein, rigidity in
theoretical and methodological stance is not advisable.
Moreover, the review of literature also shows that the study on culture and Web design is concerned more
with how to construe and select cultural information than with how the cultural information shall be reified in
design strategies. This constitutes a gap between culture and Web design.
3.

FORMS OF CULTURAL REIFICATION
In this section, we are going to elaborate the reification of cultural information in Web design in relation to

cognitive mechanism. By drawing on the socio-psychology on thinking

[17]

and cognitive representation

[18]

,

cultural reification in Web design is construed in relation to three design strategies, illustrated with examples
from Amazon and Taobao’s ebook Web pages.
3.1 Categorization
Categorization is a cognitive strategy to sorting out the information available to Web designers. In Web design
practice, its exploitation is best illustrated in the formulation of categories used for the navigation menu and
columns.
By examining Amazon and Taobao’s ebook Web pages, we discern some substantial differences in the
categorization of their navigation menus. The Amazon menu consists of 8 categories (see Figure 1). Among
them, Advanced Search and Browse Subjects are the searching tools. New Releases, Best Sellers and The New
York Times® Best Sellers offer the quality criteria for book selection, while Children’s Books and Textbooks
are the content criteria. As we can see, except Sell Your Books, all the menu categories are oriented to the
facilitation of ebook locating. That is, the categorization is driven by a concern on how to search and how to
choose. To facilitate searching, the menu provides Advanced Search and Browse Search. In terms of the
judgment criteria for book selection, there are such categories as theme (Children’s Books and Textbooks),
novelty (New Releases), market performance (Best Sellers) and authority (The New York Times® Best Sellers).
Therefore, categorization in Amazon is developed along the paradigmatic mode of thinking by appealing to the
rhetoric strategy of logos proof.

Figure 1. Amazon book website
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At the home page of Taobao ebook, however, the navigation menu does not seem be a pure instrument for
searching. Besides First Page (a section similar to About Us in function) and Taobao Reader Client (download
service for readers), the other five categories on web contents convey a strong implication of self-glorification of
the Web itself, for two categories are about free offers (Daily Free and Free Trial) and the other three
characterize the functions of the Web (Theme Parks, Stack Rooms with a storage capacity as big as an ocean,
and Readers’ Villages). It seems that the menu categories derive from a narrative approach. There are agents
(About Us), activities (Theme Parks and free offers), tool (reader client software) and locations (Stack Room
and Readers’ Town). This strategy is more effective in evoking an empathetic response from the users. This
purpose is further enhanced by the three metaphorical formulations in typically Chinese poetic language (Theme
Parks, Stack Rooms with a storage capacity as big as an ocean, and Readers’ Villages), which appeal to the
rhetoric of pathos in persuasion. Obviously, the categorization of Taobao is more out of attitudinal appeal than
by technical facilities.

Figure 2. Taobao ebook website

The comparison shows that the categorization strategies in the two Webs’ navigation menus reify a logos vs.
pathos contrast. Amazon is guided by a principle of practical rationality while Tabao is governed by affective
appeals.
3.2 Representation
In the Web page of an e-business platform, the information on products, business transaction and the Web
itself is normally represented as the content of the Web pages. The analysis of Amazon’s and Taobao’s Web
pages reveals that they are almost identical in terms of product representation. Both provide pictures of the book
cover, the book title and the price or discount information. However, they are different in some add-on
information. Amazon is nearly homogeneous with regard to the Web contents. We can find no other than
information on book for sale, transaction platform and ways of contact. The contents in Taobao are, however,
more diverse. There is a blog service, an online poll, links to some other institutional websites and some
advertisements.
Their modes of representing are also different. Generally, Amazon subscribes to the communicative
principles of low-context culture while Taobao to that of high context culture. Their difference in
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representational strategy is best manifested in the first part of the content area. On Amazon web page, there are a
list of links to bargain books, Spotlight Pick, Editors’ pick and best sellers (see Figure 3). On the corresponding
position of Taobao web page, we can instead find flashes with pictures, cartoons, book covers and advertising
lines (see Figure 4).

Figure 3. Recommended links in Amazon

Figure 4. Flashes in Taobao

From the two designs, we can find that both websites resort to economic rationality. But they manage it by
different representational strategies. Amazon makes use of explicit textual devices such as the numerical
analysis (save up to 40%) while Taobao approaches it from the perspective of emotion or value connection
(such as the advertising line “best seller, cheapest, best read”). Amazon tries to evoke the consumers’ reasoning
ability while the variety of representational modes in Taobao aim to arouse readers’ sensational interests. We
can find that the message Taobao represents is generally oblique. For example, the advertisement line in Figure
4, “I am lunatic to collect books”, presents to us an image of a book addict. However, it insinuates to the reader
the fun or popularity of collecting ebooks. Obviously, the logos and pathos contrast is again found in the
representational strategies between the two Web pages.
3.3 Structuration
Structuration refers to the organization of components of a web page. It is concerned with the styling of web
sites, including the layout, texts, colors, pictures, graphics and fonts. In terms of layout, we find that Amazon
looks more cleanly structured than Taobao. The body of Amazon webpage utilizes a two-column layout, while
Taobao has a long page which consists of several sections, framed into a very complex layout.
Besides this overall structural difference, they also differ in their component sections. For example, both Web
sites have a left-column navigations sector. In Amazon, the categories consist of names of some academic
disciplines displayed in an alphabetical order, whereas Taobao formulates the categories by means of topics.
Amazon is structured academically while Taobao is framed in line with an evident business orientation. Amazon
strictly observes the convention of academic culture, but Taobao prioritizes entertainment and health care, and
leave the academic and professional topics at the bottom of the list. Although both Webs are out of economic
interest in design, their structuration has been mediated by different cultural ideologies. Amazon seems to be
more careful not to betray it business intention by adopting an academic framework for structuration. In
Taobao’s structuration, the mundanity of books does not seem to be taboo in such an academic virtual context.
In contrast, Amazon tries to identify itself with a learning culture in the web design.
From the comparison of Amazon and Taobao, we can see that the mediating function of culture is prevalent in
all the reificative process of categorization, representation and structuration. Meanwhile, cultural difference is
also manifested in the design of Web pages. In the next section, we are going to put forward a theoretical model
to capture the reificative process.
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RECONTEXTUALIZATION IN THE VIRTUAL COMMUNITY
As e-business interface platforms, both Amazon and Taobao aim to promote and facilitate e-business

transactions. Their ebook Web sites will certainly also incorporate such a purpose into their Web design. One
change the web platforms have brought to business practice is that the temporal and spatial constraints on the
business transaction have been alleviated. However, either real or virtual book business can not totally deviate
from the traditional culture of book production and consumption which have come into being over the history of
human beings. In other words, the design of e-business websites has to incorporate the learning culture. Our
analysis of Amazon and Taobao Web pages has indicated that the triadic factors interact in their design. It also
points out that no single interactive pattern is followed. That is, business, learning culture and the virtual world
will interact and undergo some degree of reconstruction before being reified in the Web design. In this light, we
propose a socio-cognitive model to capture e-business Web design as in Figure 5. The thrust of the model is that
Web design is a process of recontextualizing the ideologically biased knowledge about relevant business and
cultural information. In the following, we are going to elaborate how recontextualization works with reference
to the forms of cultural reification in Amazon and Tao.

Learning culture

e-business
Ideology
recontextualizing

categorization
representation

structuration
Figure 5. Recontextualizing model in Web design

4.1 Divide in learning cultures
With the advent of renaissance and enlightenment movement in the 14th century in Europe, humanism has
pervaded in the western world and rationality has become a dominating ideology. This has brought forth a
learning culture which focuses on the objective external entity, and aims to seek verifiable truth through
reasoning over factual evidence. Thus, science and disciplinary knowledge have been the core of learning. The
authority of knowledge comes from the methods we employ in empirical exploration. But, by contrast, the
traditional Chinese learning culture was more interested in subjective internal being and tried to establish ethical,
moral and aesthetical values and principles through empathetic instruction, inculcation and nurturing. As a result,
ancient Chinese scholars mostly specialized in literature, poem, or essay writing. In such a culture, traditions,
authorities or pundits are generally revered.
Table 1. Divide in western and Chinese learning cultures
Western learning culture

Chinese learning culture

Ontology

Objective external entity

Subjective internal being

Epistemology

Truth

Ethics, value, moral principles

Methodology

Reasoning and evidence

Empathy

The divide in western and Chinese learning cultures can account for much of the difference in categorization,
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representation and structuration. Amazon’s orientation to rationality is consistent with western rationalityoriented learning culture. The selection, projection and organization of Web contents are adapted to the
formation of a cultural image of an academic institution. On the contrary, Taobao attaches more emphasis to
representation by exploiting such aesthetic and emotional modes as flashes and poetic language. It aims to
impinge on readers by helping establishing an identity in line with traditional Chinese sage.
4.2 Framing ideology in e-business Webs
E-business websites are a conjuncture where technology reifies the interaction between business and culture,
or two ‘codes’, in Bernstein’s (1981) terminology. When they enter into e-business platform, they shall undergo
a process of recontextualization, which is, in our analysis, elaborated into categorization, representation and
structuration. This process is contingent on the relative power of the prevailing ideologies in the e-business
community. ‘Every time a discourse moves from one position to another, there is a space in which ideology can
play’

[19]

. Therefore, construing the framing ideology is a milestone step in understanding the design of

e-business interface.
Ideology is intrinsic to our social practice and can be managed either consciously or unconsciously. For the
purpose of research, it can be captured by critically examining the agents, activities and contexts involved. In
our study, we know both Amazon and Taobao’s ebook web pages are driven by a commercial interest which is
blended with the learning culture and the virtual community. Their difference has much to do with the fact that
the availability of e-business platform is much wider in the US than in China. Thereby, the e-book platform has
more fully incorporated the learning culture. In China, e-business is still incipient and pursued mostly by the
young. Scholars’ access to the ebook platform is still stalled. The majority of its current users are pleasure
seekers. Their concerns match its economic rationality more closely. That’s why Taobao’s Web page attends
mainly to categories of entertainment and mundane needs, embrace multi-modal representation of advertising
and set the Web within a business frame.
Besides the prevailing ideology within the e-community, the cross-cultural interaction at all level can also
contribute to the recontextualizing process. For example, Taobao’s use of poetic formulation in categorization is
obviously an instance where surges the non-mainstream Chinese learning culture.
5.

CONCLUSION
With the acceleration of access to network service, more and more industry sectors are now engaging in

e-business. This necessitates an online platform for customer-to-business engagement and communication.
When designing such a platform, we shall pay particular attention to cultural factors, for the customer
satisfaction in the virtual world now still depends heavily on cultural values. In this paper, we investigate how
cultural information can be incorporated into e-business Web design. Through a case analysis of Amazon and
Taobao’s ebook home webpage, it is revealed that E-business Web design needs not only to address the
difference between source and target cultures but also to construe how the cultural information is reified in the
Web page components.
By elucidating the components of the two Web home pages, we find that the cultural information is reified
through categorization, representation and structuration and framed by the prevailing ideologies through the
process of recontextualizing. The recontextualing model proposed by drawing on Bernstein’s socio-cognitive
theory can capture the process of cultural reification. This study also reveals that Web design shall not only pay
attention to the diverse cultural sources but also to the designers’ ideology work. In the case of Amazon and
Taobao, we find that although economic rationality is prevailing in both Web sites, learning culture is stronger
in Amazon while Taobao is shaped to a greater extent by the business ideology. This ideological difference can
be traced to the different socio-historical contexts of the two cultures.
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This research differs from previous studies by focusing on the dynamic nature of culture and web design. The
recontextualizing model we propose points to the socio-cognitive mechanism of Web design. In this light,
designers shall not only have a good knowledge about business, internet platform and the target and source
culture, but also manage the recontextualizing process in the multicultural context. The latter involves both
information processing and ideology work. This suggests that Web design does not mean a technical job with
neutral values. Instead, Web designers shall bridge the gap between culture and the technical work and work as
ideological activists. Therefore, it is essential for Web designers to be critically aware of their implicit ideologies
in case they may penetrate into their work. We expect more attention may be paid to the relation between Web
designers’ ideological orientation in their work. This will constitute a new field for further academic research.
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